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TNTERVIEWEE: Mr. Lester Schiek 


INTERVIEWER: Marianne Vander Zanden 


INTERVIEWER: This is a taped interview with Mr. Lester Schiek for the 
Joliet Junior College Oral History Project by Marianne Vander Zanden at 
Mr. Schiek's home in Mokena, Illinois, on Wolf Road, on September 21, 


1976eeat 1230 ‘pim: 


VANDER ZANDEN: Now, Mr. Schiek, would you like to tell us a little bit 


about your family, where they came from? 


SCHIEK: Well, my father came from Germany -- no, I mean my grandfather. 
That's about all I know about my ancestors. And my father was born 
about three miles east of Mokena. He moved out on the farm a fourth of 
a mile north of Mokena when he was eight years old. He lived in a log 
cabin for two years, and then they built the house where I live now. I 
was born in this house where I live in, and I'm still living here. 


/Laughter7 It's been a long time. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Yes, it has. How about your mother's family -- were 


they from this area? 


SCHIEK: I don't know too much about my mother. My mother's folks lived 
in Frankfort. She worked in Mokena, and that's how my father met her. 


Outside of that I don't know too much about them. 
VANDER ZANDEN: Did she work in a store here in Mokena? 
SCHIEK: No, she did house work for Noble Jones. 


VANDER ZANDEN: What's their family name -- your mother's family name? 
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SCHIEK: Nunnemacher. 

VANDER ZANDEN: What year were you born? 

SCHIEK: 1899, I'm going to live in three centuries. 
VANDER ZANDEN: That's right. 

SCHIEK: I'11 have a chance. 

VANDER ZANDEN: You'll set some kind of record here. 
SCHIEK: Chances are slim. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Oh no, I wouldn't say that; the odds are in your favor 
now. When you were growing up,could you tell about some of the schools 


in this area? 


SCHIEK: Well, I went to a two-room schoolhouse. There were four grades 
in the lower room and four grades in the upper room. And we had two 

teachers, Mr. Michael J. Cunningham and Mrs. McClain, one for the lower 
room and one for the upper room. There really was no such a thing as a 


principal in those days. One had about much say as the other. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Each teacher was their own boss. After you got out of 


grade school, did you go to high school? 
SCHIEK: I went two years to high school. 
VANDER ZANDEN: Was that in Joliet? 


SCHIEK: No, we had two years of high school here in Mokena at that 


time. 


VANDER ZANDEN: I thought that probably all the students around here 
went to the Joliet Central High School. 


SCHIEK: No, the first ones that went to high school went to Joliet 
Central or to Blue Island. A few of them went to Blue Island. But 


very few of them went to high school when I was growing up. 
VANDER ZANDEN: I see. Those that went away -- did they go on the train? 
SCHIEK: Yes, they had to take the train. 


VANDER ZANDEN: How long was the school day, do you remember? What 


time did you start, and what time did you get out? 


SCHIEK: Oh, we started at nine in the morning and we had 15 minutes of 
recess in the forenoon. And we had an hour at noon: Then we had a 
15-minute recess in the afternoon, and school was let out at four 


o'clock. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Oh, so it was just about the same hours that we have 


today. Did you come home for lunch? 


SCHIEK: I took my lunch most of the time, but once in a while I'd 
come home. It was about, well, almost three-fourths of a mile to school; 


I'd run home and run back. /Chuckle/ 


VANDER ZANDEN: Would you tell us a little bit about your father starting 


the dairy business here in Mokena and what year he started? 


SCHIEK: Must of been about 1902, I think. There was no retail milk- 


man in Mokena, so he started delivering milk in tin cans. 
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VANDER ZANDEN: Did he go out into the town and deliver it with a horse 


and wagon? 
SCHIEK: Yes, the horse and wagon. 
VANDER ZANDEN: When did he start bottling the milk, do you know? 


SCHIEK: Well, I think about two or three years afterwards; we got 


bottles, and then he bottled the milk. 
VANDER ZANDEN: How old were you when you started to help him? 


SCHIEK: I was about eight years old, and I've done it almost every 


day since. /Chuckle/ 
VANDER ZANDEN: Would you go out before school? 


SCHIEK: Yes -- always helped him before school. So we had to run 
like the devil till we got the milk delivered so I could get to school 
on time. We didn't have it all delivered, but I helped as long as 


I could. 
VANDER ZANDEN: Did you have your own cows here on the farm? 
SCHIEK: Yes, we had our own cows on the farm. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Did you buy milk from others also or did you have 


enough milk from your cows? 


SCHIEK: At the beginning we had enough from our own cows, but after >». 
a while, we had to go and buy some from the neighbors. In the early 


years I don't think we ever missed a morning finishing with the 
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delivery of milk no matter how bad the weather was, and a lot of times 
we would have to drive through the fields in order to get to town. 191st 
Street, I can remember, that would be closed sometimes for months at a 


time. It would be snowbound. 


VANDER ZANDEN: But that street was here even at that time? 


SCHIEK: Yes, and we had a neighbor living right across the way where 


Mr. Weber lives now, and they came through our fields for about a month 
at a time to get back and forth to Wolf Road because Wolf Road was kept 


open where the others wasn't. 


VANDER ZANDEN: About what years were these? Was this when you were 


about eight or ten years old? 


SCHIEK: No; that was when I was, oh, maybe twelve or fifteen years old. 
I mean when I was eight years old, I just don't remember too much about 


how the roads were. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Did Walf Road end right up here or did it always go 


farther north? 


SCHIEK: It always went farther north. Yes, I can remember going up to 
the Cooper farm and getting a can of milk up there at night. And it was 
a mud road. And I remember one time the singletree broke and my father 
went across the road. There was hedge fence on both sides of the road, 
and years ago a man always carried a pocket-knife, you know, so he 
whittled a singletree out of the hedges and patched up the wagon so he» 


could finish the trip. /Chuckle/ 


VANDER ZANDEN: I'm sure there were a lot of hard times delivering 
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milk with a wagon; and, of course, you had to fix things like that 
yourself. There was nobody to come and help you do it, especially if 


you were out on the road by yourself. 


SCHIEK: Another time I remember on a New Year's Eve, we went over on 
Lincoln Highway to get some milk and the roads were pretty well snow- 
bound. I had a Chevrolet coupe I'd pick up the milk in, and we got 
stuck in a big snow bank. I'd say that was about three miles from 
here, so we left the car stand and then we come home, fixed up a 

team of horses, and went over and got the milk; and on the way home 
we were just coming up that what we call the "cemetery" hill south of 
town, as you know, and the bells were ringing out the old year and 
bringing in the new year, so you can imagine what time we got home with 
the milk that night! Then in the morning we had to bottle it and take 
it out on the route, and that was just one instance; there was several 


like that. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Yes, I'm sure you would get stuck late at night, es- 
pecially in the snow once in a while bringing it back. Did you bottle 


it every day, every morning? 


SCHIEK: Every morning, yes. Take the night's milk in the morning 


and bottle it right away and deliver it. 


VANDER ZANDEN: You had mentioned that you were the first milk delivery- 


man in Mokena. When did Bowman Dairy come into Mokena? 


SCHIEK: I don't know exactly now. What did Alvie tell you the other 


day? Alvie Spiess worked there, you know. 
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VANDER ZANDEN: Was it before 1930? 
SCHIEK: Oh yes, must of been maybe around 1910 or so, I believe. 
VANDER ZANDEN: And how long did they stay,The Bowman Dairy? 


SCHIEK: They were here a long time, cause I worked there a while after 
I got older. They had a fire up there and they needed extra help so I 
worked for them for a while. We'd start at six o'clock in the morning 
and we worked until six o'clock at night, seven days a week, and I got 


$45 a month to start. /Laughter/ 


VANDER ZANDEN: That isn't very much by today's standards. Were you still 


helping your father at this time? 


SCHIEK: Well, I milked the cows in the morning before I went to work 


and then I done the same thing when I got home. 


VANDER ZANDEN: When you worked for Bowman Dairy, they were shipping 


their milk to Chicago, weren't they? 


SCHIEK: Yes, they bottled it here, then shipped it to Chicago. They 


didn't retail any milk here in Mokena. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Now there was another dairy in Mokena after Schiek's Dairy 


got started. Could you tell us a little bit about that one? 


SCHIEK: Well, I don't know when Marti started that, do you? That's our 


neighbor that lived across the way. He started bottling milk and sellin 


Spa. 
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it in Mokena. 


MRS. SCHIEK: About 1925, I think, when we were married. 
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SCHIEK: When we were married, or before? 


MRS. SCHIEK: Well, it could be before. Right around that time, '24 
eae 


SCHIEK: Well, I think about 1925; and he was at it for about ten years, 


I guess. 
VANDER ZANDEN: So he wasn't in nearly as long as your family was? 
SCHIEK: Pardon? 


VANDER ZANDEN: He wasn't in the milk bottling business nearly as long 


as your family was? 
SCHIEK: No, no. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Do you remember back to the Depression? Could you kind 
of tell us how it affected your father's business, and everything in 


the town? 


SCHIEK: Well, it affected most of the people about the same, but it 
wasn't quite so bad for my father being in the milk business. People 
had to have milk, and they would buy milk when they didn't buy a.lot 
of other things, you know. So it didn't really affect his business as 


much as it did the other businesses in town. 


VANDER ZANDEN: I see. So your family wasn't really affected very much 


by the Depression? i 


SCHIEK: Not too much, cause we always had a little income, see, where 


a lot of these had no income at all. 
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VANDER ZANDEN: Did you notice very many changes in town during the 
Depression from others that were having hard times? Were there people 


that lost their farms around here and things of this sort? 
SCHIEK: Well, I don't think too many lost their farms around here. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Is this because the families were on the farms a long 


time and already owned them and didn't owe money on them? 
SCHIEK: Yes, that's right. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Most of the families on the farms here have been here for 


a long time? 
SCHIEK: Yes. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Could you kind of tell us a little about some of the 
stores that you remember, that were on Front Street, till as far back as 


you can remember? Some of the different businesses? 


SCHIEK: Well, Sipple Store on the east end of town. That's an apartment 


house now. 

VANDER ZANDEN: And what did they sell there or do there? 
SCHIEK: Well, they sold most everything. /Chuckle/ 
VANDER ZANDEN: Oh, it was like a general store? 


SCHIEK: A general store; yes, then in those days there was a Mr. Rinke’ 


who had a meat market. 


VANDER ZANDEN: I see. Were there other stores? Were there some 
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different ones? 

MRS. SCHIEK: Koller's Hardware. 

SCHIEK: Yes, but I'm thinking about the drugstore now. 

MRS. SCHIEK: Hensel's Drugstore, and Zumstein's Grocery Store. 


SCHIEK: Yes, but I mean that's been a long time ago. But not when I 


was a kid, I don't remember of any drugstore. 
VANDER ZANDEN: Do you remember -- 


SCHIEK: See, in those days the doctors always carried their medicine 


with them. 


VANDER ZANDEN: That's true. I guess there wasn't much demand for the 


druggist; the doctor took care of it all. 


SCHIEK: They all had their little satchel with all the important 


medicines that they needed right with them. 
VANDER ZANDEN: Do you remember the blacksmith shop? 


SCHIEK: Oh yes, yes,I spent a lot of time there when I was a kid, and 
a lot of times in the evenings my father would go up and help the 
blacksmith put those iron rims around the wooden wheels. It was so hot 
in the daytime, and they would heat the tire up outside and lay the 


steel tire down and pile wood around it and start a fire till the metal 


a 


got real hot, red hot in a lot of places. Then they took tongs and put 
it over the wooden wheel, and they they were right there with buckets 


of water, kept throwing water all around it to cool the metal, and 
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that shrank it so it would fit tight on the wooden rim. 


VANDER ZANDEN: It certainly sounds like an awful lot of work for one 


tire. 


SCHIEK: It was a lot of hard work, but everybody worked hard in those 


days. 


VANDER ZANDEN: How long was the blacksmith there, do you remember, or 


about what time they closed? 


SCHIEK: Al Braun Blacksmith Shop was there, was here, when I was a 


little kid, I remember. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Were they still there until 1940, or were they closed 


before then? 

SCHIEK: Longer than that. 

VANDER ZANDEN: Longer than that? 

SCHIEK: I would say up until 10 or 12 years ago, I guess. 


VANDER ZANDEN: I see. So that was a long time. Of course, there's still 
people around here with horses that need blacksmith services. I don't 


think they're making any more of them metal wheels with the wood inside. 
SCHIEK: No, no, that's a thing of the past -- rubber-tired wagons now. 


MRS. SCHIEK: There was a big fire at Schiek's Wagon Shop in Mokena, and 


it burned down completely. 


SCHIEK: Yes, my father had a wood-working shop in town where he worked 
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on his wagons. It was just north of the blacksmith shop. 
VANDER ZANDEN: Did they rebuild that? 


SCHIEK: No, he never rebuilt it. He worked with Mr. Braun; they worked 


together. 


VANDER ZANDEN: You should remember what the town was like during the 


Second World War, don't you? 
SCHIEK: It's a pretty small town here. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Right. Can you think of any specific differences there 
are, except for the size, of course, between today and,say,during the 


1940's? 


SCHIEK: Oh, yes. In those days I could go uptown and everybody I met, 
I knew. /Chuckle/ Now I go uptown and I maybe know one out of fifty 
I will know personally, you know. Oh, that was a nice part of it years 


ago; you knew everybody. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Well, people didn't move. around as much, I don't think, 


years ago; and you did get to know them. 


MRS. SCHIEK: Tell them about the bank when your father was up there and 


you went. 


SCHIEK: Oh, yes. The first time they robbed the Mokena bank here, I 
think it was in the fall of the year -- any way Mr. Stellwagon broughts 
a bus down to a dance hall. It was about a mile south of Mokena, and 
I was a conductor on the bus. I took the fares, and the last bus would 


run around one o'clock and my father would walk up town to meet me then, 


¢ a oa a in” - 
Jota attwedastd st Yo ddton taut bw dl Jang 


, i. 
. _ 


Start bltudet vad bh <HaGMAN aac 


BP 9: = 
sTtudey ‘even of .oM :NUTHIe 


P " i 7 ne an 
; 1 tepot 


, yy : 
# uP wef ew 


Sedu “rsdine : uoY 430A A 3IGMAY 


‘ > well “hh F { 5 
oe wi _- WW . Tow biroW baooa? . 


*MSQMAS SIOQWAY 
= eR. 


. ~~ oy “ 
= Lead 


AL JSGMAY 
(ODS 216Sy 
0 Tr 2 1H92 20M 
iow UOY 
~ 
ott .2av .d0- AITHIS ms 
ee = 
‘$ Yo. [ist elt at Z2hw st antia. : 
JuCZ SIIh 6 mses ow 21 fi pd sonsb B OF nob 2ud- 5 
Si ond ns .2095? eft dood] . .2ud ont no >otaubne 6 eB 
parry 


az Tete ws 


Lai 


i OF MwOd qu Alsw bivow todtst yn bas anata" 


: 
Silt 


17 


to the ladder. There was a ladder and he was standing in front of the 
bank and he saw these horse-and-buggies go by there several times. There 
were two rigs, and they went by several times and he was standing in 

the bank entry, waiting for the pictures to be over so that he could 

walk home with me. He didn't think nothing of it until the next morning 


we heard that the bank was robbed. /Laughter/ 
VANDER ZANDEN: He saw the crooks that got away? 


SCHIEK: He said he noticed the shade was pulled down which shouldn't 
have been, but he didn't think nothing of that, and, oh, I think about 
a few days later they found the horses and the buggies up at Willow 


Springs. And they never did get the bank robbers. /Chuckle/ 
VANDER ZANDEN: What year was it? 

SCHIEK: I must have been about 13, 14 years old. 

MRS. SCHIEK: You were born in 1899. 


SCHIEK: It must have been about 1915 or 1916,somewhere along in there. 


The bank was robbed afterwards again, though quite a few years later. 
VANDER ZANDEN: Right. 


SCHIEK: A lot of them don't remember that, but I remember the first 


time. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Oh, I thought you were talking about the bank robbery” 


that was in the '20's; but this was apparently before that. 


SCHIEK: In the '20's? 
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VANDER ZANDEN: Yes, I heard that they had a bank robbery; I think it 


was in '26. 

SCHIEK: Well, this was before that. 

VANDER ZANDEN: Do you remember the one in '26? 
SCHIEK: I remember the second one, too, yes. 


VANDER ZANDEN: They did catch the people that robbed the bank in the 
'20's, I think, didn't they? Do you recall? 


Suulens sl] don't know whether tney did or not. Anyhow they stayed with 
a family in town for a few days. They boarded there. After the bank 
was robbed, they found out that those were the men that robbed the 
bank, and they were gone then, but I don't know if they ever caught up 


with them or not. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Do you remember any of the older politicians from the 


area? Were there any that were particularly colorful or noticeable? 


SCHIEK: Well, we had a man here by the name of Simon S. Hohenstein. 
He ran for county treasurer at one time;that's about the only one that 
ran for any important office, except for these little township offices, 


you know. 


VANDER ZANDEN: So Mokena has no hidden scandals or anything like this? 


SCHIEK: No, not that I know of. No, it's always been a pretty much @ _ 


law-abiding town. We used to have quite a_ few drunks on the street 


on Saturday night, but -- 
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MRS. SCHIEK: How many saloons were there at one time? 


SCHIEK: Well, my father tells me at one time there were 13 saloons in 


Mokena. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Were they all confined to Front Street, in a row up 


there? 
SCHIEK: I think that they were. 


VANDER ZANDEN: I didn't think there were that many business buildings 


up there. 


SCHIEK: Up on the east end, that was a tavern. And there was Semmler's 
Place; that was a tavern. Right across the street from Semmler's Place 
was a tavern, and then there was Hirsch's Tavern down across from the 

drugstore. And then on the other corner there was a tavern to the west, 


and down there where the travel agency is» that was a tavern. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Was there any reason that there were so many? Were 
there a lot of construction workers in this area or anything like 


that? 
SCHIEK: There was what? 


VANDER ZANDEN: Were there any big construction projects going on or 


anything like this that would bring a lot of men into the area? 
SCHIEK:s No, no:. 


VANDER ZANDEN: No? 


_ 


ee Ae 
oats ano 36 ated? stew ennoin] 
ee carci 


w ovolt swt? sno t6 om 20 fed vadtet vm | 


c tig SA { onnmigyns 4 


+ on ,on 


mare. 


= f 


: 


-_ 


a 
V IT Bit wor 
+ > 
- -_ 


i 
= - 


iai3 91S 


sELUEY 


Tel 


; = 
A arcana be A AION AV 


> 
st 


_ 


AZIM. 


— 
aa? 


20 


SCHIEK: Everybody went to town on Saturday nights. /Chuckle/ 


MRS. SCHIEK: Just like all these other little towns -- they didn't 
have many people in them, but they had the beer. . . They had the 


taverns. 


SCHIEK: But they had very little taxes to pay, you know. All they 
had to do was take a barrel of beer and put out a sign you had beer 


for sale and sell it, you know. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Mr. Schiek, I want to thank you for a very nice inter- 


view you gave me for the college. 

SCHIEK: Well, I wish I could have told you more. 

MRS. SCHIEK: Tell them that you were married in 1925 anyway. 
VANDER ZANDEN: I'm sure you're proud of that. 


MRS. SCHIEK: We have three grandchildren, and Bill took over the milk 


route. And we were married 51 years this last June. 


VANDER ZANDEN: Okay, thank you again. 
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Mokena Bank, 16-17 


New Year's Eve, 10 
Nunnemacher, (mother's family), 6 


191st Street, 9 
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Rinke's Meat Market, 13 
roads, 9 
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Second World War, 16 
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